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HOME FOR THE HOLIDAY: Aid worker Alan Gross tells reporters at a news conference in Washington on
Wednesday that this is ‘the best Hanukkah that | will be celebrating for a long time.’

For prisoner, release brings
relief, joy — and popcorn

BY CHRIS ADAMS
McClatchy Washington Bureau

WASHINGTON — Ashis
plane finally cleared Cuban
airspace and his pilot an-
nounced he was back in the
United States, Alan Gross
stood up and took a deep
breath.

1t had been a long time.

Five years after being tak-
en prisoner in Cuba — and
just a day after being told he
would be released — Gross
was on his way home. It was
the resolution of a long, long
ordeal that concluded with
the Washington man land-
ing on US. soil to the greet-
ings of senators, congress-
men and, a bit later, the sec-
retary of state.

He then watched as the
president spoke on national
television about Gross’
plight and announced a
thawing of U.S.-Cuban
relations.

A few hours after that, he
walked into an attorney’s of-
fice in downtown Washing-
ton to greet the press that
had chronicled his ordeal.
He wore a blue shirt and tan
slacks; his wife was at his
side.

His first words: “This is
great,” spoken to a rat-a-tat
of assembled photogra-
phers. Then he gave a wish
for the holidays.

“Today's the first day of
Hanukkah, and I guess so far
it's the best Hanukkah that I
will be celebrating for a long
time,” he said.

The morning had been
one of striking develop-
ments, as well as small
treats.

According to family

spokeswoman Jill Zuckman,
it was only on Tuesday that
Gross heard from his lawyer
that he would be released.

His response? First, a
long, silent pause. And then,
simply, “I'll believe it when I
see it

On Wednesday, a plane
carrying Gross’ wife and his
lawyer, as well as two sen-
ators and a congressman,
flew to Havana, landed, re-
trieved Gross and prepared
to return to the United
States.

Waiting for Gross on the
plane was a big bowl of pop-
corn — one thing he speci-
fied he had missed — as well
as a corned beef sandwich
on rye, with mustard. Not
only that, but traditional Ha-
nukkah latkes with apple-
sauce and sour cream, as
well.

Landing at Andrews Air
Force Base in Maryland, he
was greeted by still more
politicians.

“Seeing Alan Gross walk
off that plane with his wife,
Judy, was a sight I'll never
forget,” Sen. Carl Levin, D-
Mich., said in a statement.
“His unjust imprisonment
and his family's nightmare
are finally over”

Gross was a subcontrac-
tor for the US. Agency for
International Development
who had been held since his
arrest on Dec. 3, 2009. Cu-
ban authorities charged him
with smuggling satellite
communications equip-
ment to the country as part
of the USAID's pro-democ-
racy programs.

In sometimes-lighthearted
remarks Wednesday in

downtown Washington,
Gross thanked his family and
lawyers and other supporters
who had worked for his re-
lease. He cited the politicians
— including President Ba-
rack Obama — for winning
his freedom. And he men-
tioned the many people who
worked on his behalf — even
if he doesn't yet know about
their efforts.

“To all of those who tried
t0 Visit me but were unable
to, thank you for trying” he
said. “Tam at your service as
soon as I get some new
teeth, hoping that they will
be strong and sharp enough
to make a difference”

He spoke with a smile
that beamed despite the re-
cent loss of five teeth, one of
the many health ailments he
suffered. And while he
strongly urged the assem-
bled reporters to give him
space and privacy to recov-
er, his brief news conference
showed he’s both thankful
and full of opinions about
Wednesday's policy
changes.

“In all seriousness, thisisa
game changer, which I sup-
port,” he said. “In the mean-
time, I ask that you respect
my wishes for complete and
total privacy. Claro?”

Translation: Is that clear?

He expressed warm feel-
ings for the Cuban people.

“In no way are they re-
sponsible for the ordeal to
which my family and I have
been subjected,” he said.

“To me, Cubanos — or at
least most Cubanos — are
incredibly kind, generous
and talented. It pains me to
see them treated so unjustly

as one conseguence of two
governments’ mutually bel-
ligerent policies.”

Gross’ imprisonment be-
came a central cause for Cu-
ban-American, Jewish and
other advocates in the US,,
as well as for politicians in
both parties and the White
House, which continually
called for his release.

But on a day that a half-
century’s worth of diplo-
matic hostility began to un-
wind — prompting outrage
from many lawmakers, as
well as it’s-about-time ac-
knowledgments — his
plight was something of an
afterthought.

Everybody celebrated his
return, about the only thing
on which Florida Sen. Mar-
co Rubio and Obama could

“Today, Alan returned
home, reunited with his
family at long last,” Obama
said at noon.

“I am overjoyed for Alan
Gross and his family,” Rubio,
aRepublican, said a halfhour
later. “He has been a hostage
of this regime who was kept
against his will for far too
long. Our prayers are with
him and his family, because
he was not just a prisoner, he
was a hostage.”

“But,” Rubio continued,
“this president has proven
today that his foreign policy
is more than just naive. It is
willfully ignorant of the way
the world truly works.”

Contact Adams by email
at cadams@meclatchyde
.com or on Twitter
(@CAdamsMcClatchy.

ActivePaper -

2/5/2015 10:04 PM



